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Saturday Special

A hero comes full circle
St. Martinville native returns to remote isand, thanks man who
rescued him

By BRUCE SCHULTZ
Acadiana bureau

Advocate staff photo by Bryan Tuck
Medal of Honor recepient Jeff De
Blanc sitsin the back yard of his St.
Martinville Home.

ST. MARTINVILLE -- How far would you go to thank someone 57 years
after he saved your life with abag of rice? Jeff De Blanc of St. Martinville
traveled hafway around the world.

The U.S. Congress thanked De Blanc after World War 11 with the Medd of
Honor for shooting down five Japanese planes even though his plane lacked
enough fue to return to base.

It'sagtory De Blanc, 79, has told many times, and he il retells the episode
enthusiagticadly. And now De Blanc has an epilogue to his story after histrip to
the South Pacific in May.

De Blanc was flight leeder for agroup of Marine Corpsfighter planes
escorting a dozen dive bombers assigned to cripple a Japanese supply shipin
the Solomon Idands on Jan. 31, 1943.

Early in theflight, De Blanc redized his Wildcat fighter was using fud faster
than usud, but he decided not to turn back.

"l decided well hdll 1 cant make it back, but I'll go ahead and lead the mission.
Welve got to get as many guns as we can up there or the dive bombers would
beintrouble De Blanc said. "I knew | could get far enough out of enemy

11/18/2002 2:52 PM



A hero comesfull circle http://br.theadvocate.com/news/story.asp?storyid=14553

territory so when | bailed out it would be night-time.”

The dive bombers missed their target, but one of De Blanc's comradesin
another Wildcat hit the freighter Taro Maru, now a popular dive spot in the
Solomons.

Here's how the Congressional Meda of Honor Society describes what
happened:

Although his escort misson was fulfilled upon the safe retirement of the
bombers, 1t Lt. De Blanc courageoudy remained on the scene despite a
rapidly diminishing fuel supply and, boldly challenging the enemy’s superior
number of float planes, fought avaiant battle againg terrific odds, seizing the
tactical advantage and striking repeatedly to destroy 3 of the hotile aircraft
and to disperse the remainde.

Prepared to maneuver his damaged plane back to base, he had climbed doft
and st his course when he discovered 2 Zeros closing in behind. Undaunted,
he opened fire and blasted both Zeros from the sky in ashort, bitterly fought
action which resulted in such hopel ess damage to his own plane that he was
forced to bail out at a periloudy low dtitude atop the trees on enemy-held
Kolombangara.

"Thelagt one | shot, he was too anxious for the kill. When | saw him coming
down | smply dropped the throttle, dropped my flaps and skidded," De Blanc
sad. "Hefightalled to stay on my tail, but he passed me up, and we looked at
each other. | could recognize that man today. He knew he was a dead man."

De Blanc recdls glancing at his wetch, turned to the ingde of hiswrist 0 he
could get aquick look a the time without removing his hand from the tick.
(He 4till wears hiswaich with the face on theingde of hiswrit.)

"Right when | looked a my watch, a 20mm cameright over my shoulder and
knocked the watch off my wrist. Exploded right in the instrument panel and st
it afire”

Another Zero disabled his plane by shooting at the engine.
"The shrapnd hit me, but that's beside the point.”

In those days, planes weren't equipped with gection seets.
"Y ou had to get out on thewing and jump out,” he said.

Just before splash-down, De Blanc detached from the parachute to prevent
getting trgpped under the canopy and rigging.
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"What | thought was 10 feet was over 60 feet. By thetime | hit that water, |
was S0 far under | could see that refractive light of the sun setting. | had to
pop my Mae West (air-filled life vest) to get up.”

After svimming severa hours, De Blanc dragged himsdf onto a beach where
he fell adeep and was awakened by rain.

De Blanc stayed in a tree overnight, then at firgt light followed a path into the
rain forest where he found a clearing with an abandoned hut.

"l heard the birds singing. Now | was reared in the swamps here. When the
birds are Snging everything is OK.."

He stayed at the hut and, upon awakening on the fourth morning, he noticed
that the birds were Slent.

"And then | knew | wasin trouble. When | looked out the hut there was a
native, a short native with a bone through his nose. He had a machete, and he
was grinning. He wasn't but 5 feet tdl, so | knew | could handle him.”

The native had six others with him, and the native poked a De Blanc's
sunburned skin, gppearing amused at how it turned white.

"In my mind they are head hunters because they look like it."
The natives took him by canoe to a village where he was kept under guard.
De Blanc said one native demanded De Blanc's Marine Corps belt buckle.

De Blanc said aMarine Corps ingtructor had advised pilots that, if native
captors took something from them, they should reciprocate.

"When he took my belt buckle, | grabbed his spear, and thereit ison my
wal."

The 9-foot decorative spear, findy decorated yet menacing, hangs on the wall
of his modest home,

De Blanc said he figured the natives were preparing to take him to the
Japanese for a bounty. But then a native from the area arrived.

"I like the way he handled himself, a very forceful man. He looked like a
leader.

"Thisguy came in and threw down a 10-pound sack of rice which he stole
from the Japanese. He threw it down at their feet, and they picked it up and

30f 6 11/18/2002 2:52 PM



A hero comesfull circle http://br.theadvocate.com/news/story.asp?storyid=14553

let me go. From then on | felt safe”

"The way he took over and the way he handled those people, | knew | wasin
safe hands.”

De Blanc wore an enemy uniform, thinking that from a distance he could pass
for a Japanese soldier. The natives had taken the uniform from the Japanese,

He said his rescuer took him to a British missonary, who warned that the
Japanese would arrive the next day.

He was shuttled to the Coast Watchers, a group of Augtrdians, English and
natives who protected downed pilots, and radioed Allies about Japanese
planes and ships movements.

After 15 days behind enemy lines, De Blanc wasfindly picked up by aNavy
flying boat, three days before his 23rd birthday. He returned to his unit and
later flew Corsair fighters, shooting down four additional Japanese aircraft.

After thewar, De Blanc married his high school sweetheart, Louise, and he
taught math and physicsin S. Martin Parish, later becoming a school system
supervisor. He now writes grants for the school system.

De Blanc sad thet, while he was staying with the ndtives, he didn't get his
rescuer's name, but years later he wanted to meet the man.

"After they saved my life | said | wanted to meet those guys and go full circle.”

He met severd Coast Watchers including Henry Jossalyn of England and John
Keenan of Audrdiawho helped him and many other stranded alied
personnd, but not his guardian angd from the Solomons.

During histravels, he obtained a copy of adiary kept by Keenan and

Jossdlyn. From the diary, he findly found out the native's name, Atitao
Lodukolo, or Ati, and through more research De Blanc learned of his

whereabouts.

In May, De Blanc traveled to the Solomons to find Ati, and to assst the local
resdents with establishment of awar memoria effort. Violence had returned
to theidandsin the form of civil unrest.

"When we went down there, they just cut one of the heads off one of the
Guadd cand natives and took hisbody at 4 o'clock in the morning and put it in
the town sgquare so everybody could see it the next day.”

To get to Ati's village, De Blanc took a harrowing plane ride, followed by a
boat ride across alake to the remote village, and the visit had to be kept short
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to avoid a building sorm.

De Blanc said he had some doubt that this 95-year-old feeble man who had
to use awalking stick could be the same robust, strapping native who fiercely
protected him.

But Ati asked about De Blanc's spear, then the Japanese uniform, and finaly
about a second wristwatch De Blanc had in his pocket. De Blanc admits he
had almost forgotten about that tropical watch he bought in Audtralia. He said
he carried the watch to seeif it could withstand high atitudes.

From those questions, De Blanc was certain that this was his rescuer.

A videotgpe of the reunion shows De Blanc giving Ati a parting salute, and the
old man returns the gesture.

"How 'bout that? That's full circle," De Blanc said, sopping the video.
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